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Greg Clarke, the agency’s
director of promotion and
international initiatives, said there
were six large-scale collaborative
projects with aims such as
making the best use of the
capital’s science base.
London also has a world-class
collection of material for
biomedical scientists and
historians. Apart from the
internationally renowned Natural
History Museum, the Wellcome
Collection and Kew Gardens,
many smaller bodies hold rich
historical material. The Royal
Veterinary College, the first of its
kind in the world, holds
thousands of artefacts and books
dating back to its inception in
1791. St Bartholomew’s Hospital,
one of the world’s oldest
hospitals, founded in 1123, holds
a substantial store of mediaeval
artefacts and medical
instruments, and many other
smaller collections also exist,
providing a valuable resource.
The concentration of public
resources in London’s higher
education institutions means that
universities and colleges are
under constant pressure to
demonstrate that the investments
are justified.
Michael Driscoll, vice
chancellor of Middlesex
University, said it was easy to
question the need for more than
40 higher education institutes in
one city. But he believed that the
combination of large and small,
specialist and general
institutions, served its purpose
well.
“London benefits from having
the most diverse and rich higher
education sector of any city in the
world — not even New York or
Tokyo compares. It is an asset to
Britain, not just London,” he said.
Collaboration is also to be
‘steadily enhanced’ at the
University of London, the
federation of 19 colleges in the
capital, according to its vice
chancellor, Sir Graeme Davies.
But cash remains a problem.
The best UK universities trail well
behind the best in the US in terms
of endowed funds and income
and this will be a key issue in
bolstering the city’s case to
achieve global status.
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The origin of species, despite
the title of Darwin’s key book,
has remained an intriguing
question for biologists. With
growing concern about
biodiversity and man’s
increasing threat to it, issues of
species richness are of growing
interest and urgency. A new
study has looked at the
distribution of green lizards of
the Anolis genus in Cuba.
Although Cuba is large
compared with many other
islands in the Caribbean, it has
an extraordinary range of green
lizards — more than 60 species
in total.
A new study reported in the
Proceedings of the Royal
Society series B (published
online) has investigated the
origin of this Cuban diversity. A
team led by Richard Glor at
Washington University, St Louis,
describes work on the Cuban
anole lizards.
Researchers have described
two main mechanisms for
speciation. Sympatric
speciation is often considered
as the main mechanism in
species-rich isolated
ecosystems such as lakes or
islands. It is thought that
populations may have adapted
to different features of the
habitat or that sexual selection
has fragmented populations into
different species. Alternatively,
allopatric speciation is thought
to result from the physical
separation of populations which
then evolve along diverging
routes.
West Indian anoles represent
a classic example of a species-
rich adaptive radiation within
several relatively small,
geographically isolated areas.
On Cuba, where anole diversity
is highest, more than 60 species
occur over an area of only
110,000 square kilometres. Most
anole species on Cuba and
other Greater Antillean islands
result from within-island
processes leading some
researchers to believe that
sympatric speciation has played
a role in anole diversification.
However, the authors claim,
several lines of evidence
suggest that geographical
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Distanced: The great variety of Anolis lizards in Cuba may result from previous
inundation fragmenting the island. (Picture: Photolibrary.com)
Q & A
Chris Somerville
Chris Somerville is Director of the
Carnegie Institution Department
of Plant Biology and a professor
of Biological Sciences at
Stanford University. He grew up
in the Canadian north and was
educated at the University of
Alberta. He was one of the early
Arabidopsis enthusiasts and has
used the plant to study a variety
of topics in cell and molecular
biology. He is currently exploring
the complexities of plant cell wall
biogenesis.
How did you get into biology? I
did my first degree in
mathematics because I had the
false impression that
understanding the structure of
mathematics was equivalent to
understanding the design
principles of the universe. When I
realized that this was not correct,
I lost interest in mathematics and
became interested in
understanding what life was and
how it could create mathematics.
I became attracted by the
elegance and rigor of lambda
genetics and did a Ph.D. on gene
regulation in Escherichia coli.
Was anyone a key influence?
The person who brought me into
science as a profession was Ken
Morgan, a human population
geneticist who is now at McGill
University. Because I knew
several computer languages, Ken
hired me after my first degree as
a research assistant to help with
a problematic computer
simulation of a human
population. We used to work late
into the evening and ended the
days talking about what was
scientifically interesting and also
about how the academic world
functions. He encouraged me to
learn biology and provided a lot
of good advice about what was
important in life. I still find myself
passing on aspects of his
wisdom to my colleagues,
postdocs and students. 
My partner and colleague
Shauna Somerville has also had a
profound effect on my scientific
life. We jointly envisioned what
might be possible with
Arabidopsis when we were living
in Paris on a kind of extended
vacation following my Ph.D. and
we have had adjoining labs for
the past twenty-five years. We
discuss our work every day and
she has contributed countless
insights and ideas. We have
acquired complementary
knowledge but I cannot separate
my ideas from hers.
Why do you work on plants?
When we were young, Shauna
and I set out to try and do
something to address the effects
of adding 80 million people a year
to the world population. We were,
and are, concerned about the
effects of population growth on
the environment and quality of life
for hundreds of millions of people.
Part of the solution is to increase
plant productivity so that more
food and fibre can be produced
with the available land and water
resources. Our idea was that
developing an effective model
plant would be the most effective
way to make advances in plant
productivity. This idea led us to
Arabidopsis. We knew at the time
that it had a very small amount of
DNA and considered that an
advantage because we were still
struggling with basic cloning and
sequencing. That feature turned
out to be a greater than expected
blessing because it ultimately
enabled the development of the
very powerful genome
technologies that we have
available today.
Our experience of the past
twenty-five years has reinforced
the original vision and we are
now beginning to see the
knowledge obtained from basic
research on the models applied
to food production. That success
has kept us in the field in spite of
the limited funding and the
widespread lack of interest in
plants among biologists.
Was there a single influential
paper? The paper that really set
the course of my research was a
1977 article by Mary Dell Chilton,
Gene Nester and colleagues
showing that Agrobacterium
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processes have played a
dominant role in intra-island
anole speciation.
On Cuba, the authors
believe one overlooked
mechanism of speciation may
have been the geographical
separation of regions of the
island during historically
higher sea levels.
Reconstructions suggest that
this island consisted of three
distinct archipelagos
separated by deep water
channels throughout much of
the Cenozoic era before being
permanently reunited in the
Pliocene. Evidence for
fragmentation of Cuba during
the Miocene is compelling,
the authors believe.
The researchers therefore
carried out sequence
analyses of mitochondrial and
nuclear DNA from samples
taken from more than 300
individuals of two species at
54 locations throughout Cuba.
Their results support the
hypothesis that partial
submersion of Cuba during
the Miocene initiated
speciation among populations
of green anoles. Despite their
limited geographical range,
historical barriers to gene
exchange separated lineages
that have maintained their
evolutionary distinctness
through long periods of
evolutionary time.
If this pattern is general,
accumulation of allopatric
speciation over many millions
of years of evolutionary
history has probably been
important for Anolis species
diversification and sympatric
speciation processes are not
required to explain the
group’s high species
richness.
The generality of these
conclusions should be tested
using other taxa from Cuba,
the authors believe. The
lesson appears to be that in
the face of any case of
species diversity, a deep
study of geographical history
may help throw light on the
present situation.
